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Californian ‘John Schools’ and the social construction of prostitution 
Introduction 
The existence of prostitution1 in society continues to excite much political and public 
debate. Often socially resisted, prostitution is argued to be a catalyst for organised 
crime, acts of official corruption, the increase in use of drugs and alcohol amongst 
those involved, along with the degradation of surrounding communities where it 
occurs (Harcourt, Egger and Donovan, 2005; Gibbs Van Brunschot, 2003). Such 
resistance towards prostitution predominantly centres on notions of morality and 
deviance, where those individuals involved in such behaviour are viewed as deviating 
from the constructed ‘norm’ of sex, that being sex with a loved partner or sex between 
spouses in a nuclear family’ (Agustin, 2005).  
In the past, the lack of criminal justice focus towards the demand side of prostitution 
can be linked to historical conceptualisations and constructions of gender. The 
practice of male clients purchasing commercial sex services fits a social construction 
of masculinity; where men are assumed to have a ‘biological need for sex’ (Carpenter, 
2000). Their engagement in prostitution has thus been commonly accepted in the past 
and regarded as biologically normal. In contrast, the practice of prostitution conflicts 
with constructed ideals of femininity. Women who engage in sex work are viewed as 
deviant and promiscuous, and therefore targeted by authorities in an attempt to both 
punish socially unacceptable behaviour and save ‘fallen women’ (Agustin, 2007). 
These constructions are quite contradictory in their focus, as they assume that 
                                                        
1  This  paper  acknowledges  that  the  terms  ‘prostitution’  and  ‘sex work’  carry  distinct  political 
significance.  We  prefer  the  term  ‘sex  work’,  however  will  be  using  them  interchangeably 
throughout this paper as the term ‘prostitution’ is dominant in the United States of America and 
used  frequently  in  relation  to  diversion  programs  for  the  purchasers  of  commercial  sexual 
services. 
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prostitution is a deviant act for women, but not necessarily for men, despite the 
involvement of consenting adults of both genders. Such views are argued by feminists 
to be unfair and discriminatory (Monto, 2010). 
In recent decades, several nations have demonstrated a slight shift in policy 
approaches towards prostitution. While some nation states including Australia, New 
Zealand and the Netherlands have moved to decriminalise or legalise sex work, other 
nations have maintained the view that prostitution is an undesirable activity, yet 
sought to direct their condemnation at the clients of sex work who engage in what is 
deemed to be socially unacceptable behaviour. The Swedish government, for 
example, has introduced legislation that criminalises the buyer, while decriminalising 
the seller of sex (Kulick, 2003) in an attempt to reduce victimisation of women in the 
sex industry, while maintaining a prohibitionist approach. In the United States of 
America a focus on the demand side of prostitution has emerged in a different way.  
The USA continues to practice a criminalisation or prohibitionist approach towards 
prostitution2. Traditional methods to penalise and eradicate prostitution have focused 
predominantly on the sex worker, often with the customer failing to attract attention 
from the authorities. While the USA has not followed Sweden’s lead of 
decriminalising the seller of sex, they have certainly turned some of their attention to 
targeting the buyers in order to reduce the prevalence of prostitution activity. One of 
the primary ways in which this has occurred is through the establishment of diversion 
programs for sex work clients, more commonly known as ‘John Schools’ (Bernstein, 
2005). These programs target the clients or ‘johns’ who have been arrested by police 
                                                        
2 With the notable exception of legalised brothels in the state of Nevada, all forms of prostitution 
in  the  USA  are  considered  illegal  and  therefore  criminalised  by  the  government  and  law 
enforcement  (Thompson,  2000;  Weitzer,  2010).  Nevada  represents  a  particularly  significant 
exception,  especially  in  the  context  of  increasing  pressure  from  the  Federal  Government  to 
enforce  laws against prostitution, and  the move by other  states  (for example Rhode  Island)  to 
cement criminalisation laws (O’Brien, 2013). 
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for offences relating to prostitution (Gibbs Van Brunschot, 2003). This paper 
examines the curriculum of three John School programs in order to identify how 
prostitution is constructed through a policy initiative designed to address demand. The 
establishment and operations of the programs will first be explained, followed by an 
examination of the ways in which the programs construct firstly the victims of 
prostitution, and secondly the offenders. This paper argues that the construction of 
prostitution through the John School programs represents a shift in focus towards the 
clients of sex work, but relies heavily on traditional constructions of prostitution as a 
deviant sexual behaviour. In addition, while some hallmarks of victimhood are 
ascribed to the sellers of sex, both the buyers and sellers are characterised as only 
participating in this activity due to coercion, ignorance, or psychological problem. 
 
‘John Schools’ 
Essentially, a John School program can be conceptualised as a didactic tool that aims 
to reduce the demand for prostitution, by educating participants on the identified 
harms and issues that are associated with such behaviour (Fischer, Wortley, Webster 
and Kirst, 2002), in order to deter them from purchasing commercial sex in the future. 
Participants for the programs are typically accrued through police decoy ‘sting’ 
operations; where female police officers pose undercover as street sex workers to 
arrest prospective customers (Monto, 2010). The program is a diversionary sentence 
option offered to eligible offenders as a means to avoid formal prosecution. A 
multidisciplinary approach is adopted for the programs’ curricula, generally with the 
addition of various professionals who give presentations to the johns on their area of 
expertise. Participants are subjected to a number of sessions throughout the relevant 
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program which provide information on the social, financial, health and personal safety 
risks and harms that are attributed to the johns’ involvement in prostitution (Wahab, 
2006; Fischer et al, 2002). Additionally, psychologists are often involved in the 
program to provide detailed accounts of sexual addiction; where participants are 
asked to consider this condition as a possible explanation for their behaviour and 
continued involvement in seeking out commercial sex (Gibbs Van Brunschot, 2003). 
Though these programs aim to reduce demand for all forms of prostitution, they only 
target instances of street sex work; that being, where the initial transaction occurs in a 
public setting and the sex act occurring in either a public or private setting (Weitzer, 
2012).  
Research that has been conducted on these diversionary initiatives has generally 
focused on the demographics and attitudinal changes of the prostitution offenders. 
Wortely, Fischer and Webster (2002) conducted a qualitative study on offenders who 
attended John Schools in Toronto, Canada. Findings suggested most participants were 
from low socio-economic backgrounds, with the program being somewhat successful 
in changing certain aspects of offenders’ attitudes toward prostitution, such as 
accepting responsibility for their deviant behaviour and generally demonstrating less 
favourable attitudes to commercial sex (Wortley et al. 2002: 393). To date, little 
research has examined how these programs construct or reinforce conceptualisations 
of prostitution and those involved.  
 
The programs 
This study focused on three different John School programs in the state of California. 
The focus on California allowed for a consistent legislative status quo with regard to 
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legislation against prostitution within the jurisdiction. A content analysis was 
conducted on a number of documents that were published by the program partners, or 
more commonly by independent bodies, which detailed a varied range of information 
regarding the programs’ history, objectives, structure and overall outcomes of the 
initiative. A content analysis research method was utilised for this paper as it provided 
a technique to make systematic and valid inferences from the characteristics within 
the text (Neuendorf, 2002).  
The three Californian John School programs included in this project are: 
 The First Offender Prostitution Program (FOPP), established in San Francisco 
in 1995; 
 Project PAR – Prostitution Abatement/ Rehabilitation Program, established in 
Fresno in 1998; 
 Mid-City Prostitution Taskforce, Prostitution Impact Panel (PIP), established 
in San Diego in 2000.  
In examining the curriculum of each of these programs, we analysed documents 
available that identified the rationale and logistics behind the programs, and detailed 
the content presented to participants. Limited documentation was available from the 
programs themselves, and thus we relied primarily upon evaluations completed by 
third parties, as well as reports from program partners or to overseeing bodies. The 
reliance on third party reports and evaluations does impose some limitation on this 
research, however such documents are still considered to have ample significance to 
this project due to how the information being presented within them is presumed to be 
overtly objective. This is in comparison to information presented within documents 
that have been published by individual John School organisers, which may contain 
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potential bias and inaccurate representations of the programs and their operations. As 
we are primarily interested not in assessing the effectiveness of these programs, but in 
examining the content of the sessions, we believe the detail provided by these reports 
is sufficient for our purposes. A complete list of the documents analysed for this 
project is provided before the reference list.* 
 
History of programs 
The First Offender Prostitution Program (FOPP) began operation in San Francisco in 
1995 and was a collaborative effort between three primary partners: the San Francisco 
Police Department (SFPD), the Office of the San Francisco District Attorney (SFDA) 
and the non-profit organisation Standing Against Global Exploitation (SAGE) 
(Shively et al, 2008). The driving force behind the creation of the FOPP can be linked 
to the partners’ shared belief of two guiding principles: firstly, that prostitution 
negatively impacts and affects a wide range of individuals in society; and secondly, 
that the current criminal justice methods that were being used to address the issue of 
prostitution were ultimately ineffective (Shively et al, 2008). The San Francisco 
Police Department and District Attorney’s Office expressed frustration at the failure 
of criminal justice methods to result in anything other than a ‘revolving door’: where 
sex workers were generally arrested, fined, jailed, and then re-arrested (Shively et al, 
2008). This frustration was shared by the non-government organisation SAGE, 
founded by former sex worker Norma Hotaling, which partnered with the Police and 
Attorney General’s Office to develop and deliver the FOPP (Shively et al, 2008). All 
three partners expressed an overall acknowledgement of the need for new and 
effective strategies to be implemented, arguing that: 
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Street prostitution is demonstrably harmful to all parties involved and is 
unresponsive to the traditional focus on punishing providers, and that new 
approaches should be developed (Shively et al 2008: 2). 
 
As a result, the FOPP was established as an initiative designed to address the 
aforementioned issues, through a one-day, 8 hour educational session conducted on a 
weekly basis, which targeted the demand side, or clients of prostitution (Shively et al, 
2008).  
The Prostitution Abatement and Rehabilitation Program (PAR), established in Fresno 
in 1998, emerged largely as a result of the increasing concerns and frustrations being 
expressed by the surrounding community regarding the existence of street prostitution 
in the area. Such reported concerns included the increase of vehicle traffic around the 
neighbourhood, along with the increase of hazardous paraphernalia, such as used 
needles and condoms, being publicly discarded by those believed to be involved in 
prostitution (Fresno Police Department, 1999). The community argued that the 
existence of prostitution and the associated results on the neighbourhood were 
negatively impacting the quality of life for the residents and local businesses in the 
area (FPD, 1999). Efforts to address these concerns by the Fresno Police 
Department’s Problem Oriented Policing Team originally included: the intensification 
of patrols and enforcement on the streets as a means to increase the arrests of 
customers of prostitution; the use of shaming tactics for punishment of prostitution 
offenders, such as publicly exposing their identities through media outlets; and 
imposing probation conditions on prostitution offenders that prohibit their presence in 
locations defined by the court as ‘prostitution areas’ (FPD, 1999: 2-3). The Fresno 
Police Department acknowledged that these methods were “labour intensive, not cost 
effective and only short term solutions that did not address root causes of the 
8 
 
problem” (FPD 1999: 3). This therefore led to the creation of the PAR offender 
program, which was modelled off the San Francisco FOPP program and aimed to 
more effectively address demand as a root cause of prostitution through a one-day 
educational curriculum (FPD, 1999).  
The John School program in San Diego commenced in 2000 under the direction of the 
Mid-City Prostitution Task Force, in partnership with the City Attorney’s Office, 
following the identification of prostitution as one of the top three crime concerns of 
the community (San Diego Police Department and City Attorney’s Office, 2003). In 
addition to the offences themselves, the community reportedly had concerns towards 
how offenders of these top three crimes were lacking any accountability towards the 
neighbourhoods and individuals they victimised (SDPD and CAO, 2003).  
Additionally, policing efforts being used to address these crimes were argued by the 
partners and the community to be inadequate in producing any long-term solutions, 
whilst simultaneously placing increased pressure on limited policing resources (SDPD 
& CAO, 2003). It was expressed that an innovative and specialised taskforce was 
required to adequately address these issues. Based upon the foundations of the FOPP 
program, the PIP program was created and implemented in San Diego, however 
contained alterations in structure and characteristics that more appropriately addressed 
the local needs and resources available, such as being conducted once every two 
months (Nurge, Shively and Hunt, 2012).    
 
Program participants 
Participants for the FOPP are accrued through the undercover ‘decoy’ arrest method, 
which consist of three undercover plain clothed police officers and a female officer 
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serving as the decoy ‘sex worker’, who arrest individuals after a solicitation offence is 
committed (Shively et al, 2008). Though the John School program is offered to 
prostitution offenders as a sentencing alternative, there are specific eligibility 
requirements that must be met before entry is approved. Eligibility for the FOPP 
specifically, is determined on the basis of the offender having no previous criminal 
record, with the exception of cases being in the “interest of justice”, where an 
offender’s previous recorded convictions were not for “violent offences, sexual 
offences, or prostitution offences in the San Francisco area (Shively et al, 2008). Once 
an offender is deemed eligible for the program, they are given the option to attend the 
FOPP, and if accepted, have the responsibility to register, attend and successfully 
complete the program within a 120 day period (Shively et al, 2008). Offenders are 
required to pay an attendance fee which is determined by the FOPP in relation to an 
offender’s income (Shively et al, 2008), with the maximum amount applicable to 
offenders being US$1000 (San Francisco Budget Analyst, 2009). Offenders who fail 
to attend the program, or re-offend within 12 months of completing the program, have 
their offence referred to court for prosecution (Shively et al, 2008).  
Participants for the PAR program are similarly accrued through the ‘decoy’ arrest 
operation method which is conducted by the Fresno Police Department in identified 
key prostitution target zones (FPD, 1999). Again, offenders are only eligible to 
participate in the John School if they do not have previous convictions for prostitution 
offences (FPD, 1999). The FPD similarly requires participants to pay a fee to attend 
the PAR program which is set at US$500 (City of Fresno, 2012). After successfully 
completing the program, offenders are subject to post-program conditions for one 
year whereby any subsequent offences committed will result in prosecution of both 
the new and original offence (FPD, 1999).   
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The Prostitution Impact Panel program is offered to arrested prostitution offenders as 
a means to receive a reduced charge (rather than a complete dismissal), providing that 
specific eligibility requirements are met (Nurge et al. 2012). These requirements 
include paying an attendance fee of US$200, attending and successfully completing 
the PIP session, completing mandatory HIV/AIDS counselling and paying a fine, 
which is in addition to the attendance fee (Nurge et al. 2012: 1).  
The construction of prostitution throughout the programs 
To most effectively determine how prostitution is constructed by John Schools, this 
paper’s investigation has been specifically narrowed to focus on how the ‘victims’ 
and ‘offenders’ of the commercial sex industry are depicted through the programs’ 
curricula. By disseminating a specific understanding of victims and offenders in 
prostitution, it is argued that these programs convey the idea that prostitution is 
somewhat of a cyclical process; being prolonged by perpetrators who demand sexual 
services only through ignorance or illness and impacting on victims who are both the 
women involved in the industry, and the community in which the industry operates.  
 
The ‘victims’ 
The ‘victims’ of sex work, as constructed by the John School programs, are primarily 
women who sell sex, along with communities where prostitution activity occurs. 
Considering the impetus for the establishment of the John School programs was 
largely due to community complaints about the social impact of prostitution, it is not 
surprising that the community itself is positioned as a primary victim.  
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Common concerns expressed by communities regarding the existence of prostitution 
in their local area generally relate to the negative impact such visible behaviour has 
on community safety and the well-being of residents (O’Neill and Campbell, 2006). 
This was demonstrated in all three John Schools analysed, with programs reportedly 
drawing attention to community impacts such as increased traffic, violence, and sex 
work paraphernalia littering the streets. The FOPP program specifically was found to 
focus on this issue most keenly, with one session of the curriculum dedicated to the 
impact of prostitution on the local community. The FOPP was found to have a 
collaboration with the community organisation “Save Our Streets” (SOS), where it 
was reported that a representative from this group would discuss the range of direct 
and indirect effects that prostitution has on communities by expressing the following: 
Drugs and violence always accompany prostitution. In neighbourhoods with 
prostitution, there are usually condoms and syringes and broken bottles on the 
sidewalks and parks that children and others can contact. There is screaming, 
fighting, and loud cursing late at night; drunks and addicts sleeping in 
doorways; people defecating and performing oral sex in doorways to 
apartment buildings; pimps beating up prostitutes; and prostitutes beating up 
johns (Shively et al 2008:50).  
It was found that all three programs identified how the existence of prostitution in the 
area negatively impacted on the quality of life for local residents and businesses, 
along with contributing to the overall decrease in financial value of the location. The 
FOPP’s session on community impacts for example, reportedly highlighted how the 
prevalence of prostitution within one of the city’s main tourist districts “can hurt 
tourism and related business, and give a bad impression of the entire city” (Shively et 
al 2008: 50). Similarly it was documented that Project PAR would reinforce these 
notions by including community members and business owners during the program 
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sessions, who discuss with the johns how prostitution has caused harm to their 
“quality of life and economic survival” (FPD 1999:10). Additionally, the PIP program 
documents identified how the program would extend on these ideas by incorporating 
information on how the surrounding area is a family-orientated environment, and that 
“residents don’t want to raise their children around prostitution, drugs, and crime” 
(Nurge et al. 2012: 3).  
Through the documents analysed, it can be argued that the programs convey an idea 
that the existence of all prostitution in the community contributes to the overall 
diminished quality of life for the area and the residents within it. However, it is 
evident that the reported community objection towards sex work is more so linked to 
the visibility of street sex workers in such locations. Socially constructed depictions 
of street sex workers typically represent images of deviant, diseased and antisocial 
individuals, whose mere prevalence and visibility in the community can trigger moral 
panic amongst residents (O’Neill, Campbell, Hubbard, Pitcher and Scoular, 2008). As 
a result, severe friction between local residents and sex workers is commonly ignited 
(Weitzer, 2012), with such community resistance being the catalyst for the continued 
development of policy initiatives (O’Neill and Campbell, 2006) such as John Schools, 
which are represented an innovative method for eradicating prostitution. Therefore, 
the process of removing street sex workers from communities simultaneously allows 
for such locations to be reinvented as safe, hetero-normative family spaces in which 
indicators of sex occurring outside the confines of committed, heterosexual 
partnerships are hidden (Hayes, Carpenter and Dwyer, 2012). Though, this often 
results in further marginalising those individuals whose behaviour is deemed to 
threaten the moral values of society (Johnston and Longhurst, 2010). These attempts 
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to sanitize the streets contradict with the ‘grudging’ acceptance of some communities 
of the contribution sex industries can make to the urban economy (Hubbard, 2011). 
Furthermore, the community concerns reportedly being expressed to the police only 
identified consequences of street sex work, rather than concerns about a wider range 
of prostitution related activity. The documents analysed identified a number of 
community concerns being reported to the police including publicly visible sexual 
acts, increased traffic from johns and the littering of used condoms and needles (FPD, 
1999; Nurge et al. 2012; Shively et al, 2008); all of which are mostly attributable to 
street sex work as opposed to indoor prostitution that occurs in brothels, escort 
agencies, massage parlours or through the internet.  It is argued that due to the 
discreet nature of indoor forms of sex work, there is relatively little impact on 
surrounding communities due to an overall lack of public visibility and therefore lack 
of awareness of its existence (Weitzer, 2007). This further reinforces how the mere 
visibility of sex work triggers most community resistance and opposition. Therefore 
John Schools represent not only a shift in focus to address demand for commercial 
sex as problematic, but also position the locale of prostitution activity as a key victim 
of the industry.   
Throughout the three programs, it was found that the reality of prostitution is 
constructed as one of exploitation, lies and risk. The documents analysed identify how 
participants are firstly told of the severe exploitation that women within the industry 
experience, through testimonials provided by former sex workers or representatives 
from sex work organisations. This particular session in the FOPP was reported to 
heavily rely on the input provided by SAGE director Norma Hotaling, along with 
former SAGE FOPP coordinator Traci Ned; both of whom had previously worked in 
the industry as sex workers, and would provide personal accounts of the level of 
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abuse, degradation, exploitation and drug addiction that they experienced (Shively et 
al, 2008). This session is documented to additionally include reference to research 
findings and statistics to further illustrate the wide levels of abuse and victimisation 
experienced by sex workers, such as: 
The average age of first engaging in prostitution is as young as 12 years, and 
that as many as 80-90% of women and girls who become prostitutes had been 
sexually abused as children (Shively et al 2008:44). 
Project PAR and the PIP program reported to similarly include testimonials from 
former sex workers, however addressed the session through different means. The 
documents analysed for Project PAR detailed how the program attempted to educate 
participants on sex worker exploitation by allowing the former sex worker to discuss 
their “personal story of survival and rehabilitation” from the industry (FPD 1999: 9). 
In contrast, the PIP program was documented to present a video testimonial from a 
former juvenile sex worker (in addition to testimonials provided by former sex 
workers in person), to reinforce the vulnerability and prevalence of underage sex 
workers in the industry (SDPD & CAO, 2003). Evaluation documents additionally 
reported how the former sex workers present at the PIP program session will then 
extend on this by urging the johns to understand that sex workers are “people’s sisters 
and daughters” and asks them “would you want your sister out there doing that... 
would you want someone paying your sister to do that?” (Nurge et al. 2012: 3).  
In addition to these ideas, the johns are educated on factors relating to pimping and 
trafficking dynamics, which ultimately extends on the overall theme of sex workers 
being exploited, controlled and lacking any choice in conducting services within the 
sex industry. To successfully reiterate this perspective, program presenters were 
documented as incorporating ideas such as how ‘pimping tactics’ results in the 
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‘enslavement of women’ (FPD 1999: 9), along with how pimps use ‘brainwashing 
techniques’ on women, resulting in the development of ‘Stockholm syndrome’ which 
prevents them from leaving (Shively et al 2008: 49). Additionally, presenters from the 
FOPP were documented to  correct possible misconceptions that the johns may have 
in regards to sex worker income by stating how “pimps control the money, and 
women receive little” (Shively et al 2008: 49). These sessions are designed to 
demonstrate to johns how it is their participation in prostitution that contributes to the 
continuation of the abusive and exploitative cycle that the sex workers endure.  
This depiction of prostitution relies on a specific, and highly contested, construction 
of the ‘realities’ of prostitution. Prostitution can be conceptualised in a number of 
ways, one in particular viewing sex work as a legitimate form of labour, whereby 
women exercise agency and choice, rather than experience the argued compulsory 
oppression that is attributed to such work. Others view prostitution as an issue of 
sexual freedom and choice (Bell, 1994). Advocates of the ‘sex work’ perspective do 
not necessarily view prostitution as a liberal issue of choice, acknowledging the 
importance of power relations in undermining choice (Sullivan, 2003). The ‘sex 
work’ and ‘liberal’ perspectives are not necessarily mutually exclusive, though 
Outshoorn emphasises that ‘not all those adhering to the sex work position set 
prostitution within the same feminist framework’ (Outshoorn 2005: 146). 
The construction of prostitution as ‘work’ conflicts with the idea of prostitution being 
presented by the three programs, which largely denies sex workers the possibility of 
having any choice in their participation in prostitution. The documents analysed 
reported how the programs explain sex workers’ involvement in the industry as a 
result of past abuse, the coercion of pimps, or the demands of addiction (Shively et al, 
2008; FPD, 1999; Nurge et al. 2012). Essentially, as expressed by Weitzer (2005: 
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213), prostitution through this context is conveyed as something that is ‘done’ to 
women rather than chosen by women.  
This particular construction of prostitution not only excludes alternative accounts of 
sex work, but it also conflicts with the realities of sex work for those involved in the 
John School programs themselves. The documents analysed for this project detailed 
how presenters at all three of the programs would illustrate to the johns how women 
enter prostitution through means of exploitation and violence, and continue to be 
subject to such treatment by pimps while in the industry (FPD, 1999; SDPD & CAO, 
2003; Shively et al, 2008). However, the evaluation document that was reviewed for 
the FOPP identified how the former sex workers who presented to the johns during 
the sessions had never actually been pimped or trafficked during their time in the 
industry (Shively et al 2008: 48). Similarly the document published on the PIP 
program detailed how the session presented by former sex workers did not include 
reference or discussion of their personal experiences with pimps; however instead, it 
focused more solely on the potential risk for participants and their safety, due to how 
“pimps sometimes beat up and/or robbed the johns” (Nurge et al. 2012: 3).  
This is not the only contradiction inherent in the John Schools’ curricula. Despite a 
construction of prostitution as an industry in which women are victims, it was found 
that the programs also contribute to a construction of sex workers as untruthful, 
predatory, and dangerous. This is done through a number of means. The PIP program 
was found to highlight the link between sex workers’ drug addiction and mental 
instability. One of the documents analysed identified how the PIP program would 
allow former sex workers presenters to tell the johns about how drug addicted sex 
workers are “crazy”, which can lead to johns being “stabbed, robbed or even worse” 
(Nurge et al. 2012: 3). The FOPP was reported to extend on these ideas by explaining 
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how prostitution simply fulfils a fantasy for the johns, however in reality, sex workers 
generally:  
 Do not like their johns, and only act as if they do to make money; 
 Are not the johns’ girlfriend, and only act as if they are to make money; 
 Do not enjoy sex with johns, and only act as if they do to make money; 
 Are often armed with illegal weapons and frequently fantasize about robbing, 
hurting or killing johns – and sometimes act upon these fantasies; 
 Will lie about having unprotected sex only with their current john; 
 Will have unprotected sex while knowing they have STD’s or are HIV-
positive (Shively et al 2008: 45).  
The programs express this idea that sex workers experience intense pressure to 
continue producing money for many reasons, leading to their willingness to do 
absolutely anything to obtain it. The FOPP program was reported to reiterate this 
image of sex workers by expressing how: 
They will lie about nearly anything, and create whatever illusion necessary to 
separate johns from their money, and would sometimes set the men up to be 
robbed to obtain the money needed to meet pimps’ quotas or to support 
themselves, dependants, and/or addictions (Shively et al 2008: 45).  
The PIP program was identified to similarly reinforce this image of sex workers as 
predatory offenders. The program evaluation document detailed how a police 
detective would present during the session and disclose information to the program 
participants on instances where sex workers have ‘delivered johns to pimps to be 
robbed and assaulted’ (Nurge et al. 2012).  This construction of sex workers being 
dangerous offenders certainly conflicts with the previous positioning of sex workers 
as victims.  
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In addition to the description of sex workers as greedy liars, it was also found that the 
programs rely heavily on the assumption that all sex workers are diseased. All three 
program curriculums analysed detail a session focused solely on the identification and 
prevention of the range of health risks that are associated with engaging in 
prostitution, such as HIV (FPD, 1999; Nurge et al. 2012; Shively et al, 2008). 
However, rather than discussing health risks of sexual activity in a general sense, the 
FOPP was reported to consistently reinforce how the risk of being exposed to sexually 
transmitted diseases (STD) is severely intensified when engaging with a sex worker 
due to their “high number of sex partners” (Shively et al 2008: 42). This is despite 
much empirical evidence suggesting how the prevalence rates of STDs within the 
industry has actually decreased due to an overall collective effort of sex workers and 
health organisations promoting safer sex practices and sex education (Ward et al., 
2004). To further elaborate on the image of diseased sex workers, all three programs 
reported using visually graphic and confronting material to enhance the information 
being presented. Examples documented include graphic photos of STD symptoms in 
the PIP program (Nurge et al. 2012: 4), a video slideshow and handouts in the FOPP 
(Shively et al 2008: 42), with Project PAR relying on a presentation from the Central 
California AIDS Foundation and Central Valley AIDS Team to discuss prevention 
methods (FPD 1999, 9).  
It is through these sessions that the programs are argued to portray yet another 
inconsistent image of sex workers. The programs intend to reduce the clients’ 
motivation for seeking out commercial sex by assisting them to build empathy for the 
sex workers, through the portrayal of the workers as victims of abuse, violence and 
the sex industry in general. However, the attempt to dissuade men from seeking out 
sexual services by depicting sex workers as highly undesirable due to the threat they 
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may pose to a man’s health, safety, or wallet, create conflicting constructions which 
undermine the victimhood the programs attempt to initially ascribe to the sellers of 
sex. The one consistency inherent in these somewhat competing constructions is that 
these women are damaged either as a result of past abuse propelling them into sex 
work, or as demonstrated by their behaviour as threatening to otherwise good men, or 
as spreaders of disease. This is a common depiction of women involved in sex work 
as somehow injured, and representing a threat to traditional understandings of 
femininity (Doezema, 2001).  
 
The ‘offenders’  
From the documents analysed, it was evident that the programs identified the johns as 
the main offenders of prostitution due to how it was their demand for sex work that 
contributed to the continuation of the exploitative and abuse cycle of the industry. 
However, the programs were found to simultaneously frame the proposed offenders’ 
behaviour to be simply the result of their overall ignorance or unawareness of the true 
nature of prostitution, or the result of having a sexual addiction.   
The FOPP was documented to outline 11 key areas in which the participants are 
believed to be either suffering from ignorance, or denial. The FOPP’s educational 
session aimed to target the following assumed beliefs and attitudes of the participants: 
1. The belief that the risk of arrest and legal sanction are low; 
2. Denial or ignorance of the risk of contracting STDs or HIV through purchased 
sex; 
3. Ignorance of the risk of being robbed or assaulted by prostitutes or pimps; 
4. Denial or ignorance of the negative impact prostitution has on the 
neighbourhoods in which it occurs; 
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5. Ignorance of the links between street prostitution and larger, organised 
systems of sex trafficking; 
6. Denial or ignorance of what motivates them to solicit prostitutes (e.g., 
addictions, compulsions, unmet social or sexual needs); 
7. Denial or ignorance of the negative impact of prostitution on “providers;” 
8. Denial or ignorance of the fact that money is the only reason prostitutes have 
sex with them; 
9. The mistaken belief that the women they hire care about them, and that they 
are in some kind of relationship with them; 
10. Denial or ignorance of the anger, revulsion, or indifference that many 
prostitutes have while they are having sex with johns; 
11. Ignorance about how to have the healthy relationships that could replace their 
reliance upon commercial sex (Shively et al 2008: 13). 
It was reported that the FOPP conceptualised these beliefs and attitudes to be an 
inclusive part of every participants’ ‘denial system’ regarding prostitution (Shively et 
al 2008: 13). This assumed ‘denial system’ is attributed to the johns’ continued 
involvement in commercial sex industry; an involvement which clearly cannot be 
understood as a desirable private act between consenting adults (Monto, 2010), and 
must instead be attributed to other factors. The FOPP therefore aimed to break down 
and amend such beliefs and attitudes that the participants are assumed to have, while 
also elevating the perceived risk of both arrest and legal sanction as a means of 
deterrence (Shively et al, 2008).  The report analysed for Project PAR similarly 
framed the johns’ involvement in prostitution with alternative explanations by 
identifying how “male customers come from all walks of life and can have many 
dysfunctional issues” (FPD 1999: 4); all of which ultimately need to be addressed to 
prevent future engagement in prostitution activity. This finding was also evident with 
the PIP program, where the documents analysed reported how johns’ involvement in 
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prostitution was the result of them being “unaware of the addiction, health and 
violence issues inherent in this activity” (SDPD & CAO 2003: 5).  
It is evident that all of the John School analysed are predicated on the assumption that 
if men were truly aware of the ‘realities’ of prostitution, they would not purchase sex. 
The buyers of sex are thus constructed as ignorant or uneducated on the issue, 
implying a certain degree of innocence in their choice to purchase sex. This 
construction is supplemented by the strong suggestion that men who buy sex are 
likely to be suffering from a condition which influences their deviant sexual 
behaviours, further reinforcing offenders as somewhat innocent.   
Sex addiction as a possible cause for the men’s desire to buy sex is clearly promoted 
to the johns in all three programs, with an individual section of each programs’ 
curriculum devoted solely to this subject. These sessions were found to rely on the 
input from particular organisations that specialise in this area including Sex Addicts 
Anonymous (SAA) for the FOPP (Shively et al 2008: 50), the Californian School of 
Professional Psychology for Project PAR (FPD 1999: 10), and Sexaholics 
Anonymous (SA) for the PIP program (Nurge et al. 2012: 4). The sessions were 
reported to provide a range of information and resources to the johns on sexual 
addiction, its symptoms and consequences, along with examples of how important it 
is to address the condition.  
The FOPP was the only program analysed that provided the johns with a “12-item 
self-assessment checklist” to assist in diagnosing their sexual addiction (Shively et al 
2008: 51). Despite continually reinforcing to the johns that they may not actually 
suffer from sexual addiction, the documents analysed identified how the SAA 
presenters at the FOPP asked the johns to “consider it as a possible explanation for 
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why they engage in prostitution” (Shively et al 2008: 51), because as highlighted 
earlier, buying sexual services is not deemed to be conventional behaviour amongst 
men (Monto, 2010). Project PAR similarly engaged in this process, with the program 
reportedly providing the johns with resources on how to attain ‘professional help’ as a 
means to refrain from engaging in such deviant sexual behaviour (FPD, 1999). In 
contrast, the PIP program was documented as utilising an alternative approach with 
the inclusion of a testimonial from a sex addict who has desisted from buying sexual 
services. It was reported that this session aimed to enlighten the johns on how 
liberating it is to be ‘freed’ from the constraints of sex addiction, all of which resulted 
from entering a ‘twelve-step program’ (Nurge et al. 2012: 4).  
This perspective being portrayed by John Schools appears to align with the typology 
described by Kulick (2005: 217), who identifies how it is impossible for a john to be 
considered a normal, well adjusted individual whilst being a purchaser of sexual 
services, due to how paying for sex is the result of being “psychologically disturbed in 
one way or another.” Additionally, this perspective being illustrated by the programs 
denies the johns any sense of autonomy or responsibility in regards to their 
participation in commercial sex, similarly to how the construction of prostitution 
through the programs’ curricula denies sex workers any agency in their participation. 
This idea of the johns being somewhat ‘forced’ into buying sexual services as a result 
of having a psychological defect or ultimately being ignorant towards the ‘realities’ of 
prostitution conflicts with empirical findings that suggest otherwise. Monto (2010) for 
example identified how client motivations for participating in prostitution differed 
greatly and were generally influenced by individual characteristics and demographics. 
These included the ability to have a large number of sexual partners; having limited 
emotional involvement; meeting sexual desires; difficulty meeting females in social 
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settings; insecurities about physical appearance; and the ability to be in control in a 
sexual environment (Monto 2010: 244-9). Weitzer (2012) concurs with these findings 
and highlights how some men seek out prostitution in an attempt to avoid intimacy, 
whilst others make a conscious attempt to seek out intimacy and companionship.  
What becomes evident is how John School programs appear to reiterate more historic 
societal notions of the link between love and sex and therefore reinforce how 
prostitution completely conflicts with this. The separation of love and sex by men 
who engage in prostitution is being presented as a pathological trait, because for 
‘normal people’, love and sex go together (Kulick 2005: 220).  
 
Conclusion 
The increasing focus on men’s demand for prostitution is often hailed as a significant 
shift in the way prostitution is understood. Traditional approaches to prostitution have 
relied on the assumption that the woman, as the seller of sex, is the ‘problem’ 
(Altman, 2001), positioning men as simply behaving according to the expectations of 
their masculinity (Carpenter, 2000). The John School programs offer some challenge 
to this construction, by positioning men’s demand as problematic. However, the 
characterisation of prostitution remains heavily invested in notions of ‘normal’ sexual 
behaviour.  
The construction of women in the sex industry may have shifted slightly from 
historical notions of the ‘fallen woman’ with a focus on victimisation rather than 
promiscuity. However, they are still positioned as operating outside the norms of 
sexual behaviour through the assertion that this is only something women would 
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engage in as a result of past abuse or pimping. Men’s choice to purchase sexual 
services is no longer viewed as an understandable expression of masculinity, but is 
instead depicted by the John School programs as the result of ignorance or addiction. 
These men are now cast in the same light as women in the sex industry, participating 
in a socially unacceptable sexual act. However, their actions are viewed as equally 
coerced. It is assumed that if the men were truly aware of the ‘realities’ of 
prostitution, they would never seek to purchase sexual services, and that they have 
only been driven to this option as a result of sexual addiction. Nowhere in this 
construction is there space for the possibility of viewing women in the sex industry as 
engaged in a legitimate form of labour, or male clients as making a rational choice to 
purchase a service.  
It is necessary for public policy practitioners to move beyond such traditional 
conceptions of prostitution, and consider such alternative explanations for the 
persistent desire of both men and women to participate in prostitution. Viewing 
commercial sex as a form of work is not only more consistent with the experiences 
and accounts of many women in the industry, but also may offer a more productive 
avenue through which sex workers’ rights, safety, and health may be protected. 
The establishment of John School programs in the United States certainly disrupts 
some traditional constructions of prostitution by identifying men’s demand as 
problematic. However, the characterisation of the victims and offenders of 
prostitution does little more than extend the charge of deviance, typically levelled at 
the sellers of the sex, to the buyers. Prostitution remains constructed as a deviant 
sexual behaviour that is socially undesirable, with both the sex workers’ and clients’ 
‘choice’ to engage in a sexual transaction being challenged on the grounds of 
psychological affliction, coercion, or ignorance.  
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*List of documents analysed for this project: 
FOPP:   
 “Final Report on the Evaluation of the First Offender Prostitution Program” 
– a report published in 2008 by an external research body Abt Associates, 
which conducted an in-depth evaluation of the FOPP to determine whether the 
initiative is well designed, whether it has been implemented as intended, and 
what recommendations could be made to improve its overall operation 
(Shively et al, 2008);  
 “A Management Audit of the San Francisco First Offender Prostitution 
Program” – this document was published by the San Francisco Budget 
Analyst in 2009 which detailed findings from an evaluation of the 
effectiveness and efficacy of the FOPP (SFBA, 2009). The document listed 
the most recent accessible information on program finance figures which was 
relevant to this project.  
Project PAR:  
 “Project PAR: Prostitution Abatement/Rehabilitation Project Document” – a 
document published by the program’s operator (Fresno Police Department) 
which detailed the history behind the creation of the initiative, the program’s 
overall objectives and structure, along with results from an internal assessment 
of the operation (Fresno Police Department, 1999); 
 “Master Fee Schedule” – the most recent budget for the City of Fresno 
published by the Fresno Government (City of Fresno, 2012), which details 
current program financial figures relevant for this project.  
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PIP Program 
 “Addressing quality of life issues through the formation of the Mid-City 
Neighbourhood Prosecution Team” – published in 2000 by the program’s 
partners (San Diego Police Department and the City Attorney’s Office), this 
document detailed the history, structure and operation of the PIP program 
(SDPD & CAO, 2000); 
 “An overview of San Diego’s John School program: The Prostitution Impact 
Panel” – this document was published in 2012 by an external research body 
Abt Associates, which examined the objectives, structure and operation of the 
program and presented findings from the evaluation (Nurge et al. 2012).  
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